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THE SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS. 



RALPH S. TARR. 

Finding myself in Great Britain in the summer of 1907, with 
about two weeks of unclaimed time, I decided to gratify a long-felt 
desire to tramp about in the Highlands of Scotland. My main ob- 
ject, aside from the desire to see the country in this way, was to 
examine the valleys in order to satisfy myself as to the evidence of 
glacial erosion in that region. In the course of these two weeks I 
covered several hundred miles, partly on foot, partly by steamer, and 
partly by rail. One of the points that impressed me most of all was 
the very marked influence of the surrounding conditions upon the 
people. The country has individuality and strength which must of 
necessity have stamped itself upon the character of the Scotch High- 
landers. 

The two physiographic elements whose effects upon the people are 
most prominent are the topography and the climate. In the Scottish 
Highlands the topography is one of marked relief. Being an ancient 
mountain system greatly worn, it consists of a variety of hard, 
crystalline rocks, often very massive. The dissection by water and 
by ice has cut deeply into the rocks, forming broad mountain valleys 
with steep sides, while between the valleys prominent mountains rise 
to elevations frequently of from three to four thousand feet; while 
in one instance, Ben Nevis, the elevation is 4,400 feet. It is a ma- 
turely dissected mountain region, modified greatly by glacial erosion. 

The last stage in shaping this highland region was the work of 
the great glacier which spread out in all directions from the Scottish 
Highland centre. During the period of maximum glaciation, all of 
Scotland was covered by ice, and during this time it seems evident 
that the strong relief of the region guided the' ice currents, causing 
more rapid flow along the major valleys. As the glacier was melt- 
ing away, the continental stage was succeeded by a condition of 
dwindling glaciers whose valley tongues descended from a series of 
snow-field centres in the higher mountains. 

The effects of this glacial occupation are numerous and important. 
In the first place, the ice removed the soil that had previously existed 
there, leaving bare rock surfaces in many places, which, in pre- 
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740 The Scottish Highlands. 

glacial times, must have been mantled with a soil of disintegration. 
Much of this soil, together with rock fragments ground from the 
mountains and valleys, was taken beyond the limits of the country 
and deposited in the surrounding sea. Some of it also found its way 
into the Lowlands of Scotland; but some, especially during the 
dwindling stages, was deposited in the form of moraines and gravels 
in the valleys. Some of the glacial soil is fairly level, making excel- 
lent farm land; but much of it is very rocky, including a large pro- 
portion of boulders plucked from the hard mountain rocks. 

Besides this removal and deposition of soil, the glacier has accom- 
plished a vast work of erosion. By it many of the valleys have been 
greatly deepened and their tributary valleys left hanging, often sev- 
eral hundred feet above the main valley bottom. The ice, sweeping 
across the divides, has lowered them, forming cols, and in some cases 
the divides have been so lowered as to connect different systems by 
a continuous through valley. In some cases the main valleys have 
been deepened several hundred feet by the process of glacial erosion,^ 
and in their bottoms water has gathered, forming the picturesque 
lochs for which Scotland is justly noted. Some of these lochs are 
in rock basins of glacial erosion ; but many of them owe part of their 
depth to a dam of moraine, which, by interfering with drainage, has 
ponded back the water. Some of the lochs have fresh water, others 
salt, and the Scotch people have recognized the similarity of these 
two kinds of narrow, mountain-walled water bodies by giving them 
the name of loch. It is true that the indented Scotch coast, into 
which the salt-water lochs extend, is due in part to the sinking of the 
land, which has admitted the sea into the valleys ; but in large meas- 
ure the irregular coast has been moulded by glacial erosion, as the 
valleys of the interior have been. 

Besides deepening the valleys by glacial erosion, there has been a 
steepening of their sides ; for glacial erosion works laterally as well 
as vertically. This has planed off many of the valley spurs, leaving 
them truncated with steep cliffs. By this combined lateral and verti- 
cal erosion, the topography of the Scottish Highlands has had its 
ruggedness increased, and valley slopes that formerly were moderate 
are now so steepened that they cannot be occupied even for pastur- 
age. Altogether, by the change in character of the soil, by the deepen- 
ing of the valleys, and by the steepening of their sides, the effect of 
glacial occupation has been unfavourable to agriculture. It has done 
a damage which the local deposit of glacial soils has only partially 
repaired. 

This rugged Highland region lies in the path of the stormy pre- 
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vailing west winds, with the result that the amount of clouds and 
rainfall is excessive. This is especially true on the higher land in 
the west, where the rainfall reaches over eighty inches in places. 
Day after day it is rainy or misty, especially on the higher slopes. 
Naturally, in this high latitude, the summer climate is cool, and, 
although so near the ocean, frosts occur late in the spring and early 
in the autumn. 

Such a region must, of necessity, be sparsely settled. That the 
single factor of climate is not solely responsible for this is clearly 
indicated by the fact that the neighbouring Lowlands are densely 
settled and closely tilled. The sparse settlement, though due to 
climatic conditions in part, depends largely upon the rugged topo- 
graphy and the general lack of resources. Where the rainfall is 
not excessive, and the topography is less rugged, as along the eastern 
coast near and south of Inverness, there is a fairly dense population. 
Also, wherever there are valleys with fairly good soil, people are 
living by agriculture in considerable numbers, even in the most rug- 
ged part of the Highlands; as, for example, on the lake clay and 
gravel soils of the valley of Glen Roy, near the base of Ben Nevis. 
Wherever there are other kinds of resources, as in the granite region 
near Aberdeen, and along the coast where fishing supplies food, peo- 
ple live in numbers. Thus, a map representing the distribution of 
population in Scotland shows a coastal fringe of greater density than 
the interior ; a still great density of population in the Lowlands, with 
its agricultural and mineral resources; and a considerable density 
along some of the larger valleys, like that of the Caledonian Canal, 
and on the lower, more fertile lands of the east coast. 

Omitting these regions of greater density of population, and con- 
fining attention primarily to the more rugged Highlands themselves, 
and especially the western Highlands, we find the occupations of the 
people to be very simple, and their number not great. On the up- 
lands there are large tracts where the soil is too thin for farming; 
and over many miles the bare rock is exposed. Even though the 
soil were good in these uplands, the season is too short for farming 
and the climate too damp. The Scotch mist encourages a luxuriant 
growth of swamp-loving plants here, not only on the more level 
tracts, but even on moderately steep slopes. The sphagnum moss 
and associated heather, and other plants, thrive here to such an 
extent that it would be difficult to farm this land even if the temper- 
ature permitted. While unfavourable to agriculture, the peat moss, 
which forms extensive bogs, furnishes a supply of fuel to the valley 
farmers. However, in most places the dampness is sufficient to cause 
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the development of extensive bogs even in the valleys, supplying the 
greater part of the demand of the sparse population. 

The heather-covered upland, though useless for farming, is not 
wholly valueless, for it serves as pasture ground for immense num- 
bers of sheep and is the home of the deer, grouse and rabbits, which 
are allowed to live here for the sport of the hunters. One of the 
important industries of the uplands is that connected with hunting, 
including personal service on the estates. 

It is sheep-raising, however, that is the fundamentally important 
industry of the Scottish Highlands. In all Scotland, there are about 
four and a half million people, most of whom live in the Lowlands ; 
but there are twenty-five million sheep, the larger number of which 
are in the Highlands. Four million acres in Scotland are unculti- 
vated, and there are nine million acres of heather, while a little less 
than five million acres, a very large part of which is in the Lowlands, 
are given over to crops and grass; 21.9^ of the surface is unculti- 
vated; 40.4% is heather, etc.; and 25.29G is cultivated. 

Although the greater part of the Scottish Highlands is either in 
heather or else utterly worthless, there is some agriculture in the 
valleys. Indeed, farming is undertaken even in some of the narrow 
valleys with rugged morainic soil ; while in many of the broader val- 
leys there are fairly extensive farms. But in these Highland valleys 
there is not only soil limitation, but also limitation of agriculture due 
to unfavourable climatic conditions. The dampness makes it diffi- 
cult to dry the hay and the grain, and the shortness of the season 
and the prevailing cloudiness interfere with the maturing of these 
crops. In the western Highlands frost occurs late in August; and 
in the season of 1907 oats were not yet ripe on many of the farms, 
and grass was uncut as late as the loth of September. There was 
a notable difference in this respect from place to place, but through- 
out much of the Highland region the grain crop for that year did not 
promise to yield very great returns. 

The uneven, rugged, mountain masses of the Scottish Highlands 
have greatly interfered with communication across country, and have 
encouraged the development of clans. This, together with the 
economic poverty of the region, tended toward that isolation which 
so long maintained the independence of the Highlanders. One may 
still see the kilt worn in the more remote districts, and the Keltic 
language is not uncommonly heard. Even at the railway station of 
some of the new lines that have pushed their way into the more 
remote Highlands one may hear Keltic spoken. 

The effect of glaciation has somewhat diminished the degree of 
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isolation of the various parts of this region. Passes have been 
lowered by the ice scouring so that they are more easy to cross ; and 
by glacial action lakes have been formed which served as highways 
of early Highland travel, as they do at the present time. Where the 
trails of the Highlanders extend through the valleys that are modi- 
fied by glacial erosion, roads have more recently been built, and, in 
some places, even railroads. Now an ever-increasing tourist busi- 
ness, making use of the roads and lochs, has developed. 

Among the highways into the Highlands, none equals in import- 
ance that of the great valley occupied by the Caledonian Canal. This 
is a wonderful natural highway, depending in the first place upon a 
line of faulting across the Highlands, and, in the second place, upon 
the enlargement of the depression by stream, and later by glacial 
erosion. The passage of ice along this valley has steepened its sides', 
lowered its bottom, and, on the recession of the glacier, has left a 
series of navigable and very beautiful lochs. At considerable ex- 
pense the gaps between the lochs have been crossed by canals; but 
this ambitious enterprise was foredoomed to commercial failure by 
reason of the fact that the highway traverses an unproductive region, 
and, furthermore, by the fact that the Caledonian Canal really leads 
nowhere. To-day if has degenerated largely into a mere tourist 
highway, far-famed for the grandeur of its unique and typically 
Scottish scenery. 

Although the Lowlands of Scotland have come to be a very im- 
portant manufacturing centre, the Highlands have practically no 
manufacturing. One reason, of course, is that there is no coal, and 
that it is difficult to bring this heavy fuel into the mountain valleys. 
A second reason is that there is practically nothing to manufactvire 
excepting wool and grain. The former, scattered widely over the 
Highlands, is most easily gathered into small lots for shipment to 
the Lowlands and elsewhere. The latter is locally manufactured to 
some extent ; and among the most notable of the manufactories of 
the Scottish Highlands are the whiskey distilleries. 

While coal is absent, there is an abundance of water power. The 
heavy rainfall of this damp climate supplies plenty of water, and in 
numerous places this falls out of the hanging tributary valleys, cas- 
cading down the ice-steepened slopes of the main valleys. But this 
water-power, due largely to glacial action, is for the most part, 
allowed to run to waste ; for there is almost no local use for it. 

The few people who dwell in this unproductive region show dis- 
tinct evidence of the influence of the surroundings upon their very 
character. The persistence and frugality of the "canny Scots," of 
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which the Englishman often complains, find ample explanation in 
the surrounding conditions. It seems, of necessity, that they must 
overwork and undereat, both of which conditions would tend toward 
persistence and frugality, as well as toward the development of 
strong will, for which the Scotch are also noted. The Highlander 
seems to be stolid, in some cases even to the extent of stupidity. He 
is unimaginative, and lacks buoyancy of spirit.. These facts were 
often brought out clearly when attempts were made to enter into 
casual conversation with the peasantry. Frequently, a passing "good 
morning" brought either no reply, or at most, a grunt, or a nod. 
There seemed little evidence of the presence of generous disposition ; 
and, in fact, there was little reason for expecting such a disposition 
under the conditions amidst which they lived. 

On almost every hand there was clear evidence of a general lack 
of enterprise; and surely, with such surroundings, there is little 
basis for development of a high degree of enterprise. This condition 
finds many illustrations in numerous directions, though perhaps in 
no way better than that supplied at the tourist resorts. Here, often 
in villages of a fair size, neither telephone nor electric lights were 
to be found, and at many of the large, well-patronized summer hotels, 
one was forced to light his way to his chamber by use of the candle, 
although from the window of the room one looked out upon a noisy 
waterfall, which, at slight expense, could have been made to develop 
the necessary power for electricity. Perhaps in our own country we 
are over-prodigal in the production of this kind of luxury; but, 
whether this be so or not, the Scotch are surely very backward in 
their development of what Americans have come to consider almost 
necessities. 

One is struck by the physique of the Scottish Highlander. This 
fact finds ready explanation in the necessary continued physical 
exercise and in the probable elimination of the weaker members 
under such severe conditions of life. Altogether, a visit to the Scot- 
tish Highlands leaves, as one of its most distinct impressions, the 
conclusion that this is, geographically, just the region for such deeds 
as Scottish history records, as well as for the Presbyterian reaction 
from it. It is, moreover, an excellent training ground for a race of 
people qualified by physical strength and mental development for 
successful competition in other regions offering greater opportunities 
than this rock-bound country of clouds and mists. 



